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Abstract  
 
Humanity is dependent on the goods and services provided by plants, so conservation of plant 
germplasm (that proportion of plant genetic diversity of present and future value to people) 
should be a high on the international agenda. The present is a critical time to take action, 
given that human activities are destabilising the harmony of the whole global ecosystem (of 
which plants form a crucial part) and many species of plants and land races of crops are faced 
with imminent extinction. Climate change will exacerbate the problem. The state is the prime 
unit of modern governance and thus has a key role to play in taking action for conservation 
on behalf of its own citizens and indeed the world as a whole. People of many conditions and 
talents can contribute to saving plants, but here attention is directed especially on potential 
roles for ethnobotanists. Uganda is the example of a state chosen, the approach to analysis 
being historical, so as to place current conservation challenges in context and make 
identification of potential solutions more realistic. Forest plants and bananas are given special 
attention, forests because they provide many valuable ecosystem services and contain many 
useful species, and bananas because they form the staple food of millions of local people and 
because Uganda is at the heart of a secondary centre of genetic diversity for the crop. The 
analysis reveals a stark contrast between the long periods of time taken for the plant genetic 
diversity presently in the country to accumulate and the very rapid rate at which it is now 
being lost. Forest destruction is rampant, while indigenous cultivars of banana are being 
ravaged by pests and diseases, many ironically introduced along with new banana cultivars 
brought to the country since 1900 to boost development. Ex situ facilities for conservation of 
plant germplasm have proved difficult to maintain. Ethnobotanists can contribute to 
conservation through undertaking research to secure accurate information on all aspects of 
relationships between people and plants, investigating how these have arisen, participating 
through action-orientated research in proactive efforts to improve the conservation status of 
plants at particular sites and raising awareness of the value of indigenous knowledge for 
conservation and sustainable development.      
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